WIZARDS AND WARRIORS Unauthorized Future History  — Installment 23    
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Warning  DO NOT READ THIS INSTALLMENT unless you have read installments 1-22!  

Otherwise you will be extremely confused.  Get the earlier installments and read them in order.

*******

Installment 23:  THINGS HEAT UP

MIDWINTER (February.  The snow has iced over, so you can walk on top of it.  Roads are marked by beaten-down snow, with wheel-ruts.  Castle SeaFoam’s beaches are much the same as in January.  People who venture  outdoors are bundled up for winter in a cap and coat or hooded cloak, with muffler and gloves.)


A squad of Blackpool elite guards rides through a village, wearing black cuirasses and hooded cloaks (but no helmets), their black horses’ hoofbeats menacingly loud in the silence.  The streets are empty, except for a small boy who opens up a door to peep out — and is promptly snatched back inside by his mother, who slams the door shut and then bolts it.  The camera pans closer to the village’s homes and shops, revealing that nearly every window has people peeping out from behind drawn curtains.  


Up ahead is a tavern whose sign proclaims it to be the Rose and Anchor.  


“We could stop in there for a round of drinks and a warm-up,” suggests one of the Blackpool guards.  


“Not till after we’ve done our main job,” says their leader.  The camera pans up to show the castle towers dominating the landscape.  “Our first appointment’s at Castle SeaFoam.”

***


And turn the page to see Zagan and Vanora standing in front of a VisionScope that shows Castle Blackpool.  He waves his hand and speaks a few words.  A dark red cloud briefly encircles the castle; then a spider web of interlaced silver lines springs up around the castle, and the red cloud breaks up into tatters that blow away.  “It’s got a Shield,” he says.  “Your Shield!  That you somehow forgot to mention!”


“I’m sorry, Master Zagan.  I’ll dissolve it at once.”  She brings out a Monocle; a bluish-white ray darts from it to the castle, and the shield’s lines slowly unravel and withdraw into her Monocle, leaving the castle undefended.  

***


And turn the page to see Marko and Justin on horseback, leading a group of Greystone soldiers, who are guarding a train of ox-drawn covered wagons.  A mountain range looms ahead.  The crossroad signpost’s arms read DUNFIRM - 2 miles / DRAGON TUNNEL  5 miles.  


“Sure you don’t want to stop early and spend the rest of the day at Dunfirm?” Marko asks.  


“If we push on, we can get through the pass before sunset, and reach the Citadel tomorrow afternoon,” Justin says.  “The sooner we get this over with, the better I’ll like it.”


Then there’s a hoarse shout of terror from the redheaded driver of the front wagon.  “Demon!  Help!”


Justin and Marko draw their swords and ride over to the wagon — but everything looks perfectly normal.  The driver is cowering, his hands over his eyes, screaming incoherently.  His heavy cloak lies on the bench beside him, so he’s just wearing a light tunic, breeches, gloves, and boots.


Marko rides forward and puts his hand on an ox.  “Seen anything unusual lately?” he asks.


Justin climbs off his horse onto the wagon and takes up the reins.  “Whoa!”  he cries.  


“That means ‘stop’” Marko interprets, and the oxen stop.  “They say they haven’t seen any demons in years,” he calls back to Justin.


Justin picks up the driver’s cloak and drapes it over the man’s head.  “Feeling too hot?” he asks him and puts his own head under the heavy cloth, to see the driver’s eyes shining with a flickering light.  “Lightning fever!” he yells.  “Anyone who hasn’t had it already?”  The other men call out that they all had it as children.  “OK,  we’re heading back to Dunfirm.”  He pulls at the reins and yells “Gee.”  (“Right” says Marko.”)   The oxen wheel around and head back toward the crossroads.


The driver abruptly falls silent.  Justin pulls the man’s cloak down, so his frightened face is visible.  “Keep talking, Red” he says.  “If you run out of things to say, just scream.  You’ve got to stay awake for the next twenty-four hours, or you’ll drop dead.”

***


And turn the page as the Blackpool guards dismount by the castle’s portal.  The leader pulls a bell that hangs by the portcullis.  “Blackpool Power,” he yells.  “We got an appointment to do an installation at Castle SeaFoam.  Is this the right castle?”  The portcullis rises up, the drawbridge falls across the moat, and the men lead their horses into the castle courtyard as Rosalyn opens the castle door to let them in.

***


And turn the page to see the wagon train heading into Dunfirm.  “Lightning fever!” yells Marko.  “Stay indoors unless you want to come down with it.  We’re going to the tavern.”  Two men run out of the tavern and down the street, away from the wagons.  A third comes to the door and looks out  .  “Welcome to Dun—“ he starts, then breaks off and runs to Marko.  


“Marko!”  “Michael!”  The two brothers hug one another.  In the background, Justin helps the sick driver down from the wagon.

***


And turn the page to a hillside that overlooks the quiet waters of Norton’s Bay, to see Erik standing by, sword drawn, as Dirk with longbow looses an arrow into the sky, at a passing flock of large grey and white birds.  A bird plummets heavily to the ground, an arrow through its body — and a dozen of the birds wheel away from the flock to head toward Dirk, their dagger-like beaks glowing white-hot.  Erik steps forward and defends against the attack of the first few, giving Dirk time to drop his bow and draw his own sword.  


Soon, it’s all over:  a dozen birds lie dead, their beaks now a dull grey.   (They’re about the same size as wild turkeys:  about 15 pounds, with a wingspread of about three feet.)  The men sheathe their swords.   Dirk picks up his bow and slings it across his back; Erik puts the dead birds into a couple of sacks.  All except for one that gets up, shakes its head, and waddles away.  


“Easier than the way I hunted wild tadmon this time last year,” Dirk says, picking up both sacks.


“Go on.”


“Geoffrey led off, but he kept missing.  With the bow and the sword.”  He turns to study Erik’s face.  “Were you thinking of something more villainous, like my leading off, then running away while my men died?”


“More villainous maybe.  But you were never a coward  And you never betrayed your own men.”


“Because if I had, they’d have torn me into pieces.”


“Right.  Oh, and while we’re on the subject of what I think, back when we were in the Caverns of Chaos, when I said you starved your own people, I was exaggerating, and we both knew it.”


“Maybe not as much as you thought you were.  I had to do something to make sure the soldiers didn’t desert.  Keeping the peasants half-starved and the army well-fed was... efficient.”  They walk on a few more steps in silence, down the hill to a field where white sheep are nibbling on partially snow-covered bushes.  “This time last year—”


“You won’t be able to say that much longer,” Erik interrupts.  “Have you started thinking up a new line for next month?”


“This time two years ago?  No, you’re right:  it doesn’t have the same punch.  Well, I’m sure I’ll think of something.”  


There’s a loud roar.  The two men turn to see a dark-maned tawny lion leap up from where it had been lying in the center of the flock of sheep.  The lion races toward a sheep that’s being attacked by the wild tadmon flock and, still roaring, chases the other sheep away from the fallen victim, off to the far side of the field.  

 
“Sword or arrows?” asks Dirk, dropping the sacks.


“Snowballs,” says Erik, kneeling down a few yards off to shape a snowball, with Dirk following his example a moment later.


The camera focuses in on the tadmons, caught in a storm of snowballs.  Some of the birds break off their attack and waddle off to fly away; a couple have their beaks broken and can no longer balance in flight — they get a foot or two into the air, then fall heavily toward the ground.  


A peasant runs onto the scene from the far side, kneels down next to the lion, and joins in the snowball assault (and the lion falls silent and lies down).  Soon most of the tadmons fly away, leaving half a dozen birds waddling about on the ground, with broken beaks.  The sheep resume their grazing around the placid lion.


“All right,” says Dirk, “why did we snowball them instead of killing them?”


The peasant draws a knife.  “Clip the beaks and wings, and they lose their heart for fighting, milord,” he says, suiting actions to words.  “Some can lay eggs, and the rest can start fattening up for the table.  Shall I send the dead ones up to the castle?”  


“We’ve already got two bags of tadmons,” says Erik.  “Send us a share of the dead sheep instead.”


“Yes, milord,” says the peasant.  “You did a fine job on those birds.  I’ll send you two legs and the tail.”  He turns to the herd lion.  “Take the flock home, laddy.”  The lion stands up, stretches, roars, and drives the flock out of the field.  


“Erik,” says Dirk — and shows him a leftover snowball he’s holding.  “Fair warning.”


Erik throws a snowball, hitting Dirk on the ear, and is caught by one on his nose.  They both laugh.  “First frost enough?” Erik asks, “or do you want more?”


“That’s enough for  now,” says Dirk.  They stand up, Dirk picks up the sacks, and they head off again, back toward Castle SeaFoam.

***


And turn the page to the entrance of the Dunfirm Tavern, whose door now bears a bright red sign with a white lightning bolt and FEVER in big black letters.  Several townswomen are coming down the street (one in an elegant blue cape, the others in practical brown or black cloaks), leading children.  


They open the tavern door and go inside to see Michael and a couple of assistants serving out hot drinks.  The woman in blue clears her throat.  “Is it really lightning fever?  Donny hasn’t had it yet.”  She pushes her eight-year-old son forward.  “Neither has Cathy,” says a woman holding the hand of a girl who might be all of four years old.  


A moment later, the sick guardsman is surrounded by half a dozen children chanting “Fever Party!  Fever Party!”  


“Looks like the job’s off my hands for awhile,” says Justin.  “Pinch him every time he closes his eyes, kids.  And the same goes for any of you who come down with it.  Nobody sleeps till their fever breaks.”  He turns to Michael.  “Ice cream for everyone here.  I’m buying.”  

***


And turn the page to Castle SeaFoam to see a couple of the Blackpool guards stringing a long line of brightly shining silvery thread down the stairway of the central tower and into the entry hall, winding the thread in spirals on the ceilings, in diamond grids along the walls.  


“Not like the old days,” one says. putting down a cord wheel still half-full of silver thread.  “More lugging, less loot.”


“More backaches, less blood,” the other replies.  “But you won’t catch me complaining.”


“Well, at least it’s a steady job.  Hand me a twiddle panel.”  He puts the panel (decorated with the Blackpool arms) by the door and connects the threads to it, then plays with the controls — as the thread brightens, then dims, takes on a rosy tinge that grows to a deep red and then pales again.  “OK, that one’s working.  What’s next?”


“Your Highness, Your Majesty,” says the other guard, as Erik and Dirk come in through the far door.  (The first guard looks puzzled for a moment, then hastily puts down his tools and joins the other one in standing at salute.)   


“How’s it going?” asks Erik.


“Just about done except for the kitchen.  Unless you want the moat heated?”


“A  heated moat?” Erik says.  “That’s a wonderful idea!  But get the kitchen working first.  We’re going to have wild tadmon for dinner.”


“Yes, sir:  the kitchen first.  Sire, there’s a dispatch box that Sir Neville told us to bring down for you to look at.  Sergeant Fisher has it.  He’s up in the tower.”


“Black or red box?” Dirk asks .  


“Black, sire:  not urgent.  Otherwise, we’d have—“  But Dirk has turned away, to climb the tower stairs. 

***


And turn the page to Dunfirm Tavern.  


“Anyone want more ice cream?” asks Michael.  


“Just one more bowl,” says Marko, scraping up a last spoonful.


“I think Billy’s coming down with it,” says a mother.  “His forehead’s hot.”  


Michael puts his hand on the boy’s forehead, shading his eyes, and there’s that same flickering light.  “Good boy, Billy,” he says.  “With lightning fever, the younger you catch it, the better.  Do you want some more ice cream?”  


“I want to go home,” says Billy.  


One of the little girls starts crying.  Her mother inspects her eyes, then says, “Cathy’s got it too.”  


The sick driver’s eye close, and two of the boys pinch him.  “Demons!” he screams.


“If I have to stay up all night, I want to hear a story,” says Cathy.  “A new story.”


“Yeah,” says Billy.  “A new story.  From Prince Justin.”


Justin’s sitting at the bar but spins his stool around.  “Wouldn’t you rather sing ‘A Thousand Bottles of Beer on the Wall’?” he asks, but he gets off his stool and comes over to sit at their table, still carrying his mug.  “Once upon a time,” he starts.


“A new story,” the children demand.


“Have you heard the one about the traveling salesman  and —“  (Marko clears his throat loudly.)  “About the traveling salesman and Vulkar the Undead Barbarian?” Justin continues firmly.  The children clamor to hear it, and several of the people at the bar come over to listen, as do some of the people sitting at other tables.  Even the sick driver seems to be paying attention.


“Well, it all started back before I was born,” Justin says, “when old King Saris Blackpool was conquering the last little bits of the North, and the Drachnel clan summoned up Vulkar to defend their homeland.  Then after they got to know Vulkar better, they changed their minds.  Princess Jennifer Drachnel killed Vulkar with a magic carving knife and married Saris, and they—


“Lived happily ever after,” says Cathy, sounding bored.


“Well, not so you’d notice it.  Vulkar came back about five years later, the same day I was born.  I don’t know who called him up that time, but old King Blackpool’s wizard Vector killed him with his Monocle.  And a few years later, Jennifer and Saris split up, and she led a rebellion against him, and called up Vulkar again.  That time, it was Prince Dirk Blackpool who killed Vulkar; I don’t know with what:  I wasn’t there.  Dirk was” (he counts on his fingers) “about eight years old then.  Anyway, Saris defeated his ex-wife’s army and captured her and cut her head off.  Say, maybe I’d better try telling another story; this one isn’t working out to be as much fun as I thought.”


“It’s a great story!” Billy says.  “What happened next?”


Justin looks around at the children — and behind them, the adult listeners, shrugs, and goes on.  “It was just four — no, five years ago, last August.   We’d wiped out the Blackpool garrison at one pass, and bribed it out at a couple more, and were heading north to Castle Blackpool.  But when we got to the Plains of Death, we found Vulkar and his barbarian horde waiting there for us.”

***


And turn the page to see Rosalyn and Elyssa sitting in the castle kitchen, plucking tadmon feathers into a basket.  Dirk sits at the other end of the table methodically reading the papers in the black box with the Blackpool arms.  Erik’s sitting in front of the hearth, watching the tadmon on the spit spin round and round, the juices dripping into a metal pan that sits a few inches over a tangle of red glowing wire.  


“And that’s done,” says Dirk, closing the box and locking it with his signet ring.  


“Anything interesting?” asks Erik.


“The bad news is that fewer soldiers are deserting and, worse yet, enlistments are up.  The good news is that that there’s fewer bandits for the soldiers to fight.  I suppose I can always set them to standing guard at the border.  Would you like me to lend you a few dozen to look after your castle while you’re away?”  He picks up another tadmon and starts plucking it.  


“Thanks, but I think I’d better use Greystone guards for that.  There’s a squad of them going north with the grain wagons; they’ll be coming here after they’ve made the delivery.”


“Yes, I suppose you wouldn’t want to confuse people as to what kingdom you’re heir to.  Any ideas for useful boring work that could drive soldiers to desert?”


“Plucking tadmons,” suggests Rosalyn.  


“I don’t think their morale’s high enough for that,” says Dirk, pulling out a handful of feathers.  “How’s the Greystone army doing these days, Erik?  Dismounting a dragon’s even trickier than riding it.”


“I don’t know what strength the army’s at.  Father always handles that sort of thing — when he’s up to it.  The rest of the time, people just do what they’ve always done.”  


“That explains a lot about the South.  Both good and bad.  Are you planning on staffing this castle with servants eventually, or only inviting guests who like to camp out.”  


“Once the weather breaks,” says Rosalyn, “and my father can send over ships.  It’s my castle, remember, not Erik’s.”


“You might want to ask around the neighboring towns and villages too,” Elyssa suggests.  “It’s their castle too.  Or at least it used to be.”   


“It’s still their castle,” says Rosalyn.  “I just wasn’t thinking.  Thanks.”


“It’ll be a couple hours till the birds are done,” says Erik.  “I made sure we’d have marshmallows when we stocked the pantry.  Or will we have to start an old-fashioned fire for those?”


“This one’s fine,” says Dirk.  “Just don’t let them drip on the tadmons.  The flavor will clash with the apple curry sauce.”

***


And turn the page to the Dunfirm Tavern.   The candles are burning low.  Justin is still talking, “And then the salesman said, ‘Well, you’ve drunk up all my wine and eaten up all my sausage, but I’ve still got one more thing I bet you’re interested in.  How’s about this map of Aperans?  It’s drawn on black velvet and it glows in the dark — and it’s got a magic sword wrapped up inside just as sure as my name’s Prince Erik Greystone.’  And he pulled out his sword and ran Vulkar through, and the big barbarian bas—“ (Marko clears his throat warningly) “basketcase screamed ‘I will return!” and disappeared, and all his horde with him.”


“What happened next?”  “Did you march on to Castle Blackpool?”


“What happened next was that we counted heads, and decided to cash in our chips and go home before we got skunked any worse.  Say, do you kids know how to play poker?  Well then, it’s time you learned.  We can play for coppers.”  


“Nuts,” says one of the mothers firmly.  “I’ve got a sack of walnuts in the pantry; I’ll go get them.”

***


And turn the page to see Dirk and Elyssa preparing to ride off.  


“Sure you don’t want to stay?” asks Erik.  “We could go swimming in the moat.”


“I want to be there when the first train of  Southern grain arrives,” Dirk says firmly.  “Just to make sure that nothing goes wrong.  Like the soldiers deciding to mutiny and seizing the grain.  Bye.”


They ride across the drawbridge, the warm moat waters misting gently in the cold air.  

***


And turn the page to mid-afternoon at Dunfirm, with the Greystone wagon train preparing to set off again.  “Don’t eat all those walnuts at one session, or you’ll get sick all over again,” Justin warns the children.  “Save some for the next time we’re in town, and give me a chance to win them back.”

***


And turn the page to see the sun setting over the western mountains as the wagon train approaches the tunnel at Dragon Tunnel. (with the tunnel mouth brightly outlined in power thread).  


“Demon!” screams the driver of the lead wagon.


“Having a relapse?” asks Justin.  Then he sees a red-eyed, bat-winged white humanoid leaping down onto the wagon from the snowy mountainside.  “Vambort,” he yells and draws his sword, as does the driver.  


There’s a brief fight, and the demon crumbles into a cloud of dust that blows away on the wind.


“See any more?” Justin asks the driver, who shakes his head.  “OK, we’ll spend the night in the tunnel and go on to the Citadel tomorrow.  Let’s go.”

***


And turn the page to see Castle SeaFoam towering over the coastland.  There’s a shimmer of silver and black, and Vanora and Zagan appear on the beach, lit by the wavering light of the moon, full but sometimes veiled by drifting clouds.


“Sand and sea still remember the men who fought and bled and died here,” says Zagan.  He waves his head in a series of gestures that leave glowing red trails in the air.  “Stephen DaLeal, rise and remember.  General Rankoor” he pauses, and turns to the woman, “What was that general’s first name?”


“Richard.”


“Richard Rankoor, rise and remember.”  Two misty forms rise up from the beach.  “Summon your men to battle and go join the forces gathering against Dirk Blackpool, the man who killed you.  It’s time to take revenge.”

And fade out to show the words “To Be Continued.”

